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INTRODUCTION 
The first bio~raphy of Christina Rossetti was publishe~ 
too soon a fter her death to insure either a fair or an adequate 
presentation of her life and writings . Later biographies and 
critical studies have usually given little, if indeed any con-
sideration to her prose writings. This paper is an interpreta-
tion of her devotional life, her religious views as they are 
revealed in and through her writings, particularly her prose 
books of the latter part of her life. Biographical and critical 
studies which disregard her prose work cannot hope to arrive at 
a full understanding of her person or of her literary genius. 
3. 
CHRISTINA ROSSETTI 
To outward view Christina Rossetti's life presents a 
quiet succession of uneventful days. Her engagement to James 
Collinson in 1849, later broken, and her refusal of Charles 
Bagot Cayley's proposal of marriage about 1866 are the only ex-
periences that at first glance seem to disturb the even tenor of 
her way. But Christina Rossetti is not of those who can be 
knovvn through external circumstance or activity. It is to the 
inner life, t he life of the spir it that one must turn in seeking 
to grasp her full significance as a woman and an artist, in 
understanding the motivating for ces of her work. A complete 
list of her writings would show the same miscellany as that to 
be found among the collected works of most authors, as little 
read, and s ome perhaps as well forgotten. Not all are in Englisb i 
There are Italian poems and letters, an essay on Dante, two col-
lections of short stories, Speaking Likenesses and Commonp1ac~ 
~nd Other Stories~ a translation of the Memoirs of Mall~t ~u Pan, 
articles on Italian writers contributed to the Imperia~ Diction-
ary of Biography, a revision of Diodati's Italian New Testament, 
a translation of an Italian work on architecture, as well as 
articles published in various contemporary magazines. As the 
years went on, however, Christina Rossetti concentrated her 
powers mor e and more o D the spiritual teaching o~ her poetry 
and prose: her art became the handmaid of her faith. Herein, 
4. 
II 
i 
5. 
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I believe, lies her characteristic and possibly her unique 
genius. To most of her readers she is best known through her 
nature lyrics and love songs, the finest of which I think are 
inferior to none in our language. But while it is not, of 
course, always possible to draw a sharp dividing line between 
her secular and her religious writings, it is not my intention 
to include the former in my discussion except as they may be 
incidentally related to the phase of the subject to be considere · 
1 here: Christina Rossetti: the interrelation of her religious 
I philosophy, life and writim:cs, with particular reference to the 
\ comparatively unfamiliar prose of her later years. 
'II At fifteen Christina gave early indication of a pre-
~~ vailing trend of thought as she wrote the description of the 
I young martyr led forth from prison, of whom she prayed "no fear 
11 subdue her, lest her place in heaven be lost eternally." At 
I 
j sixty -two, after working for three years on her commentary on 
11 the Apoca lypse, she saw the publication of Vlhat she more than 
\j once told William Michael she regarded as probably her final 
1! performance, The Face of the Deep. About half of her poetry 
\\ belongs to devotional literature, constituting what is probably 
I the "largest body of English religious verse since George 
Herbert's." 1 There are; in addition, five other books of prose: 
Anll.lli! Domini, Seel{ and Find , Called to be Saints, Letter and 
1. Eleanor Walten Thomas, Christina Georgina Rossetti, p. 191. 
-===---!==tl=-=-----=-=~----------~ ·-
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Q.Qirit, Time Flies. Her biographers, and critics of her own 
day and ours, including her brothers Dante Gabriel and William 
Michael, have paid various tribute to this portion of her work, 
sometimes to all of it, sometimes to individual poems. The 
following comments which are typical, may, perhaps, be of in-
terest, although not necessarily of authoritative value: Miss 
Sandars, author of The ~ife of Christina Rossetti asserts: 
"She is the greatest religious poet in the English language. 
Newman alone approaches her, but no one rises to an equal 
height of spiritual vision." Professor Reed of Yale states, 
11 No religious poems in the language are more penetrating than 
hers." Fredegond Shove, author of Christina R~ss~tti, §:. Stu9:x., 
believes that the "Out of the Deep 11 series of sonnets contains 
some of "the best religious poetry in the l anguage ." Lionel 
Johnson wrote that her characteristic greatness lay in her 
"most intimate, most severe, most passionate and sacred poems, 
in the work which sets her in the company of Herbert, Vaughn, 
Crashaw , Father Southwell, the divine Herrick, and Cardinal 
Newman." Swinburne always a generous eulo~i st where Miss 
Rossetti 's poetry was concerned, particularly admired "Passing 
Away." William Michael called it "the finest sacred poem in 
the language." Dante Gabriel was deeply impressed with the 
beauty of her sonnets. Coventry Patmore was "delighted" with 
"Vanity Fair". Emerson said t o William Bell Scott in 1872: 
"we scarcely take to the Rossetti poetry; it does not come to 
home us; it is exotic; but we like Christina's religious pieces.' 
6. 
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"Sleep at Sea" ranks, according to Professor Saintsbury , "among 
the half-dozen greatest devotional poems in English. Edmund 
Gos se wrote : 11As a religious poet of our time she has no rival 
I but Cardinal Newman, and it could only be schismatic prejudice 
I 
II 
or absence of critical faculty which should deny her a place 
as a poet higher than that of our exquisite master of prose." 
Her poetry is sometimes characterised as being steeped in 
melancholy, and the charge, if it is one, can to a certain ex-
tent be substantiated. That her religious creed and consequent 
insistent fears of her own salvation should have inclined a 
temper, naturally serious, to excessive preoccupation with the 
thought of death was probably inevitable. But a complete ex-
ways uncertain, and there were several periods of illness so 
critical that no recovery was believed possible. Her brother 
William says that anyone who did not understand that Christina 
was an a lmost constant and often a sadly-smitten invalid, seein 
at times the countenance of death very close to her ovm , would 
form an extremely incorrect notion of her physical, and thus in 
some state of her spiritual condition . 1 An early (and apparent 
l y incorrect) diagnosis of symptoms which had manifested them-
sel ves was angina pectoris; then tuberculosis, which l asted 
till 1867; later exophthalmic bron chocele, (or Dr. Graves ' 
1. Christina Ro ssetti 's Poetical Work~, Memoir, p. 1. 
I 
I 7. 
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disease,) which is supposed to cause a neurasthenic outlook, and I 
which left her with permanent cardi ac troubles . In 1892 an I 
operation f or cancer, which Chri sti na had long expected to under 
go, gave temporary relief. Her doctor , after one of his visits 
in 1894, dwelt on the hysteria which he had more than once told I 
her brother that Christina was extremely subject to, 11 though, 11 I 
adds Will iam Michael , "I can't say that I should have discovered 
it for myself ." To linger on details would be as painful as I 
unnecessary , but at least mention of her fragile health must be I 
I made, that one may understand why this world became for her very \1 
literally the valley of the shadow of death . That there should 
have been periods of mental or spiritual depression is not stra 
,But a total view of her life dispels the notion that such moods 
were always dominant and that her struggles against them were 
not genuine . Perhaps it is because she succeeded so often to 
outward view in concealing this despondency that the cry in her 
poetry breaks out so sharply . Surely no one is better witness 
to her prevailing temper of mind than her younger brother, who, 
in his diary of 1871-1895, wrote of her on varying occasions: 
11With all thGze disasters--and she is fully alive to everyone of 
them--she shows a really admirable constancy, and the worst 
\shafts o f' i'a te find her their equal . • •• Chr istina bears up w1 th 
I 
~reat fortitude and exterior cheerfulness ." When he referred to 
I 
lthe impendi ng operation for cancer he said: "Christina has born 
I perself like a heroine in this matter. I first knew of i t fr om 
her on Friday l ast ." Two years l ater he recorded in an entry: 
• 
--
"I regret to say that her pain continues on the increase , thougJ 
she perseveres as always in making the lightest she can of it. " 
And again , 11 She never utters a syllable of complaint, nor even, 
unl ess questioned, of informati on as to her troubl es . 111 
William Sharp wrote in a letter to her bio~rapher, Mr. Bell: 
11 A fine phrase of hers that I remember was: The blithe cheer -
fulness which one can put over one's sadness like a veil--a 
bright shininp; veil." 2 
Sorrow there was for her in life, and profound suffer-
ing . That s ome of it may have been self-imposed did not make 
it therefore le ss bitter . But there was happiness too . Her 
family were deeply devoted to each other, and their sympathy 
with each other 's t emperament was a fine and rare thing . Her 
friendships included, over a lonp; range of year s , many of the 
most stimulatinp; personalities of England of her day , some of 
whom she had come to know throup;h her brothers and association 
with the serious and enthus i astic Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood; 
some were fellow writers or literary disciples; her ministers, 
many of them prominent through par ticipation in the Oxford 
Movement , were both friends and spiritual advisers. And in the 
path she had set hersel f, in her l ifelong quest for the Eternal 
there were at least a few exalted movements when she seemed to 
have realized her ovvn vision of happiness. She would have said, 
1. Famil~ Letters of Christina Georgi na Ros setti, pp. 210-219. 
2. Letter to the author , quoted in Christina Rossetti, by 
Mackenzie Bell, p. 181. 
9 . 
"Happy are Thy servants." 
The spiritual beauty of Christina's features and ex-
pression has been painted by several of the Pre-Raphaelite 
artists. William Holman Hunt studied from her the head of 
Christ in "Behold, I Stand at the Door and Knock 11 and in 11 The 
Light of the World." For Dante Gabriel she was the model for 
the figure of Mary in 11 The Girlhood of Mary Virgin, 11 and the 
head of The Vir~in in 11 Ecce Ancilla Domini." Her artist-
brother, who has left many pencil sketches and portraits of 
her, once described her as having 11 the isolation of a bird, 
minute and distinct, shy like a bird." William Sharp spoke of 
her "exquisite taciturnity." Artists and friends alike have 
conveyed an impression of inner poise, and strength, and gra-
ciousness, as though in some measure her own petition had found 
fulfillment. 
"Grant us such grace that we may work Thy will 
And speak thy words and. walk before Thy face 
Profound and calm, like waters deep and still. 
Grant us such grace." 
The religious affiliations of the Rossetti family 
were various. Gabriele Rossetti, father of Christina, brought 
up in the Roman Catholic faith, did not attend church, but was, 
according to his son, "mainly a free thinker, tending in his 
I 
later years towards an undo,c;:(matic form of Christianity."1 Some 
1 
of his writing s voice strong protest against the papal system~ 
1. Poetic~l Works: Memoir, p. 
10. 
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II 
1 One is a volume of Italian religious poems called L'Arpa 
After his death Mrs. Rossetti burned all of the I Evano;elica. 
copies in her possession of his Il Mistero dell' Amo~ Platonico, 
whose influence she feared harmful to Chri s tianity . 1 This is 
I 
the only recorded evidence, however, of any attitude on Mrs. 
Rossetti's part indicative (according to one' s- point of view) 
I 
I I of narrowness. Differences in matters of religious belief were 
I 
never a source of disharmony between Mr. and Mrs. Rossetti, or 
1 
i ndeed between any members of the Rossetti household, however 
I wide those divergencies became. Francis Rossetti and her three 
sisters, Charlotte, Eliza Harriet, and Margar•et were members of 
\ the church of England, "much addicted" (the phrase is William 
Michael's) to church-going and church work. Her brothers,--one 
of whom was Byron's traveling physician who committed suicide 
! in his early twenties--were brought up in the father's church, 
I 
I the Roman . Christina was baptised in the Anglican All Souls' 
[\ Church in Lapham Place; she and her two brothers and Maria 
1attended St. Catherine 's Church in Regent's Park, and all four 
I 
\1 were given Bible instruction by their mother. William at 
! fourteen became an agnostic; his life, however, appears to be 
I jan exemplification of Christian virtues. The elder sister, 
Maria Francesca , seems to have inherited her father's absorbing 
\interest in Dante along with his intellectual gifts, and wrote 
1 ----------------------------------------------------------~----
jl. E. w. Thomas, Christina Georgina Rossetti, p. 12. 
I 
I 
i 
In the Shadow of Dante, an explanatory comment on the Divine 
Com~Q1[, profusely illustrated with quotation. In 1873 she 
entered the Anglican Sisterhood of All Saints, Margaret Street, 
London, as a novice, and the next year joined it as a fully-
professed sister. Christina had lived at the Convalescent 
Hospital connected with the Sisterhood on four or five occasions 
between 1870 and 1883; in 1860 she became an Associate of the 
Order , and wore their dress. Dante Gabriel thought Maria a 
born leader; Christina a born apostle, of whom no one was ever 
a fraid. Certainly they were most unlike. The principles to 
which Maria subscribed allowed of no variant interpretation, 
and witlL them she indoctrinated the sensitive, impressionable 
Christina. Her complete assurance of immortality in another 
world left no room for the torturing doubts that so often 
assailed the younger sister, in whose eyes Maria was already 
numbered among the saints. Dante Gabriel's religious views it 
is difficult to speak about with any certainty, inasmuch as they 
were neither clearly defined nor constant in the course of years 1 
Some aesthetic interest in religion he apparently had, and at 
one time in his career believed that the highest function of art 
was to deal with religion. There is no evidence that he ever 
showed concern with formal Christian doctrine, although in his 
last years, when his mind was overwrou._a;ht by illness - and fatigue, 
he became at times obsessed with the problem of the personal I 
relationship of God t o man. One of his numerous biographers 
12. 
13 . 
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Miss Waugh, pronounces judgment upon him this: 1 
1 "There was fatally lacking in him that essential 
\ rectitude that underlies the serenity of all really great art. 
The sort of unhappiness that beset him was not the sort of un-
happiness that does beset a great artist; all h is brooding about 
magic and suicide and symptomatic not so much of genius as of 
mediocrity. There is a spiritual inadequacy, a sense of ill 
organizatl. on about all that he did ." 
Mr . Watts-Dutton thought that the beauty of Christina ' 
li fe and her "religious system" had an extraordinary influence 
upon Dante Gabriel --a statement which one finds a little diffi-
lt cult to accept without reservation . There is no doubt that both 
~~ brothers felt at least profound respect for Christina's convic-
\ tions . \Vhat does seem not a little strange , perhaps, is that 
!Christina herself should have maintained such compl ete orthodoxy, 
subjected as she was t o such strangely alien points of view as 
those of her father, of Dante Gabriel, William, Lucy Madox 
Brown, Lizzie Siddal, and Charles Bagot Cay~ey, to mention only 
\a few . 
I 
But there were other influences which were cogent 
forces in her emotional and spiritual development. One of these 
)was the great religious movement of 19th century England, the 
-~Anglican Revival , whose dynamic impulse was to no small extent 
\responsible for the energizing and shaping of her religious 
I ----
1 · E. Waugh, Ro ssetti, His Lif e an~ Writings , p . 226. 
---=-=-====~=-=-=-=---====---------- ----·---------=------=-----=----H---=.----= 
philosophy. Part of this influence came through her friendship 
and correspondence for many years with various miniaters of the 
English Church, some of whom were conspicuous in the controver-
sies of the time. The Rossetti family had been evangelical but 
became Anglo-Catholic after t h e Oxford Movement reached London. 
The famous "'rracts for the Times," ( 1833-1841) published in the 
midst of bitter controversy, had "made religion a burning topic 
throughout England and brought a new vitality to the English 
Church."1 In Littlemore, Newman had preached his last sermon, 
which Dean Church recalled in later years as 11 that mos t pathetic 
of all farewells in English literature, utte~ed once in Little-
more Church and ringing forever in the ears of all who have levee 
John Henry Newman . 112 In 1845--(Christina was fifteen)--he was 
formally received into the Roman Catholic Church, followed by 
several hundred clergy and la~aen. Christina refers to him in a 
sonnet as the "weary Champion of· the Cross. 11 
11 Long was thy sowing-day, rest now and reap. 
Thy fast was long , feast now thy spirit's fill. 
Yea take thy fill of love, because thy will 
Chose love not in the shallows but the deep.n 
Another poem of the period describes the times as "turbulentn anc I 
the Holy Church as . "rent." 'rhe movement continued, however' undE rr· 
the leadership of Edward Bouverie Pusey, a man of deep quiet 
1. J.H. Newman, Apolo gia pro Vita Sua, p.viii. 
2. Ibid., p. ix. 
14. 
strength who read much in the great Catholic mystics and with 
whom, according to Miss Underhill, the umodern recognition and 
restoration of the mystical element in ~eligion began. "l The 
Revival sought and found in ancient traditions a fresh inspira-
tion; it infused a new vitality into the corporate and litur-
gical aspect of church worship; it resulted in increased im-
portance attached to the sacraments, and greater reverence for 
the person of Christ; it taught the inexorable demands of the 
spiritual world upon the soul. 11 Surely, 11 said Pusey, "our con-
flict is to uproot everything which interferes with the love of 
God , and the t hought of God, and the likeness of God in our 
soul·s. u 2 The wor•ds might have been Christina Rossetti's o¥m . 
11 Lord, Thou Thyself art love and only Thou; 
Yet I who am not love would fain love Thee; 
But Thou alone being Love canst furnish me 
With that same love my heart is craving now. 
Allow my pleat for if Thou disallow, 
No second fountain can I find but Thee; 
No second , but only Thou. 
0 Love, accept, according my request:. 
0 Love, exhaust, fulfilling my desire: 
Uphold me with t he strength that cannot tire, 
Nerve me to labour till Thou bid me rest, 
Kindle my fire from Thine urlliindled fire, 
And charm the willing heart from out my breast.n I 
------~----- ----------·--- -- ----- ------- I 
33]1. 
1. E. Underhill, Worsh~, p. 332 • 
. 2-.-]:'..arn.chiaLSer mons, quoted in WorsrJ.in. bv E. Underhill~ p . 
15 • . 
16. 
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So also the ardent faith, the rigorous self discipline, the 
contrite hurQility which characterized the leaders of the move-
ment are distinctive of Christina too. John Keble's motto was 
11 I refrain my soul and keep it low." She wrote 11 Give me the 
lowest place . 11 For Isaac Willia.ms, friend of Newman and Pusey 
and author of several 11 Tl"'acts for the Times," she had a high 
regard. She acknowledges her indebtedness to his Harmony in a 
Prefatory Note to Seek and Find, and mentions her enjoyment of 
his Autobiogra:p.E-.z which she and Dante Gabriel read. 
Ministers of the church which Christina Rossetti 
attended, some of whom were close friends of hers, occupied a 
conspicuous position in the controversies of the times. The 
Reverend William Dodsworth of Trinity College, Cambridge, vicar 
of Christ Church from 1837-51, and considered with Mr. Keble 
and Dr. Pusey as one of the chief preachers of the revival, was 
of those who went over to the Roman Church. He was followed by 
Cannon Burrows, whose biography in later years Christina was 
invited to write. Rector of the Margaret Street Chapel, which 
was near the Rossetti home and arnong the first of London 
churches to be noted for High Church ceremonial, was the Rever-
end Frederick Oakeley, who also joined the Roman Church in 1845. 
One of Christina's most esteemed friends for many years was the 
Reverend R. F. Littledale, a noted Anglican theologian who was 
··-
on the staff of t he church Times, and author of Plain Reasons 
against joining the Church of Rome and Vfuy Ritualists do not 
become Roman Catholics. 11 He was an Irishman," says William 
Michael, 11 and though highly serious in his public capacity, ful 
of agreeable pleasantry in private ." 1 Some clevei' verses of 
his on her books are printed in the FamilJ: Letters. Her con-
versation with her future biographer, Mr. MacKenzie Bell, her 
letters, and occasional reference in her prose works all testi~ 
to the high esteem she felt for Dr. Littlefield's personal 
qualities and his spiritual leadership. To her brother in May, 
1874, she wrote concerning the reception which her book Annus 
Domini had received: 11 Various more or less pleasant mentions 
have been made of it, particularly one which has gratified me 
in a note of acceptance from Dr. Li ttledale • 11 In Time Fli~, 
April 21, she v~ote concerning him: 
nonce in conversation I happened to lay stress on the 
virtue of res:!.gnation, when the friend I spoke to depreciated 
resi gnation in comparison with conformity to the Divine \Vill. 
My spiritual height was my friend's spiritual hillock. Not 
that he reproved me: standing on a higher level he made the 
way obvious for others also to ascend. 11 2 In 1850 at St. 
Barnabas Church, Pimlico, occurred the ritualistic riots which 
Dr. Bennett, rector, quieted after much difficulty. He was 
eventually ousted from London because of the commotion his Hi gh 
Church practices excited, and went to Frome-Sellwood, where, 
years later, he was prominent in a Eucharistic controversy. 
1. Family Letters of Christina Georgina Rossetti, p. 44. 
2. 1'/iacKenzie Bell, Christina Rossetti, p. 54. 
17. 
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'I His presence in Frome and support of their undertaking led :Mrs •I 
!I Rossetti and her daughter to go there to arrange for the open- j 
I ing of a day school. The St. Andrews Church which the heroine I 
I I 1 of Christina's Tl'l:aude liked to attend because of its beautiful 
,: 
I 
I 
i 
music is identified by Mr. Bell with the St. Andrews, Well 
Street Church, early knovm for its Gregorian chanting and 
innovation in the use of the processional cross. The restora-
II tion of Religious Orders within the English Church which the 
I
I Anglican Revival had brought about resulted in 1851 in the 
II founding of the All Saints Sisterhood by Harriet Brownlow Byron 
I It was this Order which Maria entered, and with wh ich for a I 
I 
II 
I 
time Christina was associated. 
It is not so much the poems which reveal Christina 
Rossetti's adherence to the Anglo-Catholic section of the Churc ~ 
of England, for the finest of these are universal in t heir 
app lication, but rather her prose writings, with their obser-
vance of Feasts, Fasts, and Saints' Days. Her devotion to the 
Church of England was unquestionably deep; but there i s in her 
1 point of view a catholic sympathy which a phrase she uses re-
~1 
'I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
il 
peatedly expresses-- 11 home by different ways·.n 
the Deep she deprecates the offences of former days and of 
this day nwhich have torn to shreds Christ's seamless vesturen 
and then urges that we be 11 provoked to good works by t h ose with 
whom we cannot altogether agree, yet who in many ways set us a 
pattern • •• Cap~ot we -- I at least can learn from the devotion 
of Catholic Rome, the immutability of Catholic Greece, the 
18. 
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I 
I 
,I 
lj 
/I 
I 
I 
I 
II 
II 
I 
l! 
I 
philanthropic piety of Quakerism, the zeal of many a 'Protestan~ '· 
And when the Anglican Church has acquired and reduced to prac- lj 
tice each virtue from every such source, holding fast meanwhile 
her own goodly heritage of gifts and graces, then may those 
others likewise learn much from her: until to every Church, 
congregation, soul, God be All in all."l 
~vice a week for twenty years Christina Rossetti 
attended church at Woburn Square, where, after the service was 
over, she was among the last to leave, loathe to have the mood 
of worship broken by casual incident or conversation on her re-
turn. In her own house she began each day as she ended it in 
the evening, with the household assembled for prayers and a 
reading from the Bible. Vfuen she became too ill, in the last 
months before she died, to attend public services, her friend, 
the Reverend Mr. Nash, incumbent of Christ Church, came to her 
house for a weekly service of communion. 
These facts, interesting as a matter of biographical 
record, do not of course penetrate to the heart of her religion 
They concern the external patterns of the religious life, not 
its substance. The church attendance, the fasts, the obser-
vances of feasts, the submission to priestly counsel - all · 
these matters were no doubt as punctiliously observed by many 
pious ladies of Victorian England. Only as they were the .out-
ward expression of an inward reality do they ass1.une significan 
1. iVI . Bell, Christina Rossetti, p. 208. 
: 
19. 
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I 
but the genuineness of her religious experience admits of no 
doubt. Her conformity with the prescribed observances of the 
I church was not the meticulous concern of the devotee, but the / 
I outward expression of a deeply founded life of worship and self- I 
j oblation. Repetition through the years brought no deadening of 
I impu~se; rather, a deepening sense of the realities the acts 
were intended to convey. 
But the path toward which she had many years ago "set 
her face as a flint" had not been an easy one to follow. Evolu-
tion has not exempted marucind from its battle against the an-
, cient triad of the world , the flesh and the devil; and no less 
than any medieval saint of Italy did Christina Rossett i come to 
regard this life as a prelude--the vigil to a feast. The ex-
planation usually given for Christina's breaking her engagement 
to James Collinson in 1850 is that she disapproved of his retur 
t o the Roman Catholic Church; for her rejection of Charles Bago 
I Cayley's proposal of marriage about 186p, the one which her 
II brother William suggests: that she must no doubt have probed 
I 
his faith and found it either strictly wrong or woefU.lly defec-
tive. The explanation seems not entirely adequate in the latte 
instance. That Christina should refuse to marry Collinson af'te 
his wavering s of faith and return to Catholicism is logical 
I\ enough in view of her times and the strictness of her own creed; 
i it is t hough, extremely dubious that the "blightingu of the 
I 
\ youthfully wistful and romantic fancy she entertained for 1 Collinson could really ha~e _:_truck t~e "staggering blow at her 
I ~-, 
peace of mind" from which her brother seemed to think she did 
not recover for so long a while. Christina's deep reserve where 
her personal feelings were concerned 1nake his statement a matter 
of conjecture rather than certainty. There is, moreover, from 
her poetry, fairly conclusive evidence of emotional conflict be-
fore Collinson ever appeared on the scene in the guise of a Pre-
Raphaelite artist. For Cayley, the gentle unworldy scholar , 
translator of Homer and Dante and Petrarch, her love was of a 
Jdifferent sort. This, a deep rooted passion. Said her brother: 
"Although she would not be his wife, no woman ever loved a man 
more deeply or constantly. 11 A difference of opinion in matt er 
of faith is not adequate reason for the decision which she made 
here. A more complete understanding of her motives is revealed 
through a study of the themes of her poetry of those years, and 
her prose writings. The poems are not, of course, necessarily 
to be interpreted in the light of personal experience, and do 
not need to be. The themes themselves are sufficient indication 
of the ideas in which heart and mind were absorbed: at first, 
youth yearning after something not yet attained, struggling to 
determine a goal; the conviction deepening through the years 
that the way of life is the way of death, that deliverance lies 
in renun~iation. Yet the conflict she experienced was no less 
! than that of Augustine's, whose Confessions she knew well; 
uno not divers wills ·distract the mind, while he I 
deliberates which he should the rather choose? ••• vihen 
above eternity delights us and the pleasure of temporal 
good holds us down below. 11 And like him, too she cried, 
21. 
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11 Whence then is sweet fruit gathered from the bitter-
ness of life ••• Doth this sweeten it, that we hope Thou 
hearest? 11 
There are romantic longings for escape from t his world, for, 
"youth and beauty gone, what remains of bliss?'' Sometimes it 
is wis tful regret for love that has vanished, or been turned 
away, 
11 If I might see another spring 
I'd not plant summer flowers .and wait, 
I'd have my crocuses at once ••• 
'I Leaf-nested primrose; anything 
To blow at once, not late." 
I Vfuen pain wearies her, she prays for sleep that may be release. 
I 
I 
I 
i 
"Pluck me no rose that groweth on a thorn 
No myrtle white and cold as snow in June, 
Fit for a virgin on her marriage morn, 
But bring me poppies brimmed with sleepy 
And ivy choking what it garlandeth 
And primroses that open to the moon." 
death 
j! As days lengthen out their weary time, death will be welcome, 
II 
II II 
II 
II 
·I I· 
I 
fo r 
11 Life is not sweet. One day it will be sweet 
To shut our eyes and die. 
Nor feel the wild flowers blow, nor birds dart by •• 11 
She pictures t he World which woos her soft by day, but through 
the night becomes a beast that grins at her. 
nis · this a friend indeed, that I should sell 
My soul to her, give her my love and youth?n 
In one of the earliest of her poems, 11 The Three Nul'ls,n the 
1 
mottoes form a little song which the nuns sing in Italy and 
I which reads: 
:I "This heart sighs, and I know not wherefore. It I!L_ may be sighing for love, but to me it says not so. 
Answer me my heart. Vfuerefore sighest thou? It answers: 
-====t:=ln--- ===--====:* 
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i I want God. I sigh for Jesus." 
I 
I 
From this plaintive note the theme deepens into that of the 
sonnet 11After Comnn.J.nion, 11 which expresses her conviction that 
I 
I 
I II 
I 
all heaven lies open to her whom Christ has called friend. 
again the vision fades, and the cry: 
11
'My fellow-pilgrims pass me and attain 
That hidden mansion of perpetual feast 
vVhere keen desire and hope dwell free from pain: 
That gate stands open of perrenial ease; 
I view the glory till I partly long, 
Yet lack the fire of love which quickens t hese, 
0, passing Angel, speed me with a song, 
A melody of heaven to reach my heart 
And rouse me to the race and make me strong ; 
Till in such music I take up my part." 
But 
Increasingly she broods over what she conceives to be the sin 
of idolatry: "We must search our hearts lest in truth they be 
shrines not of God but of some idol, that which we prefer to 
God beine; our idol; n v;e must "tolerate neither truce nor com-
promise;" and nto idolize a friend is to love disproportionatelYi 
one whom Christ himself loves far more. 11 In such a case, she 
concludes, we may pray 11 not to love our friend less, but to 
love our God more. 11 Her own idol she cast away without truce 
I or compromise. 
·I "I love, as you would have me, God the most. I: If 
jl Her love of w::d C::: :u:: t s::m;i:::e:0:: ::: ::e t :: ~::::or, bu 
I 
I 
"None know the choice I made; I make it still. 
None know the choice I made , and broke my r;).'"eart, 
Breaking mine idol.n 
Although the decision was so ruthlessly made, her renunciation 
was that of one who knew, as Edmund Gosse said of her, 11 how 
23. 
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exquisite life was before she pushed away from her lips the cup 
of its enchantments.u For against this soul's conviction, 
struggles the claim of human love, the love for Cayley, which 
t he "Monna Innominata" sonnet sequence expresses throughout; 
nowhere perhaps more tenderly than here: 
11 Many in after time s vvill say of you 
'He loved her' - while of me what will they say? 
Not that I loved you more than just in play, 
For fashion's sake as idle women do. 
Even let them prate; who know not what we knew 
Of love and parting in exceeding pain, 
Of parting hopeless here to meet again, 
Hopeless on earth, and heaven is out of view. 
But by my heart of love laid bare to you, 
Hy love that you can make not void nor vain, 
Love that foregoes you but to claim a new 
Beyond this passage of the gate of death, 
I charge you at the Judgment make it plain 
My love of you was life and not a breath." 
Strangely enough, the love which is renounced on earth is love 
reclaimed in heaven. It is a refrain heard over and over again. 
In one of the little Italian poems locked, her brother tells us, 
in jealous seclusion in her desk and fo"Lmd after her death, she 
bids farewell to the "beloved friend, 11 the love that wounds her 
heart cannot move her, 
"Yet I have hopes about thee 
In the other life. 
In this one, remembrance for ever and evel". ll 
But earthly love and worship of beauty were finally crushed as 
the poet's art became dedicated more and more completely to her ,
1
. 
faith. Christina's answer to Dante Gabriel's protest about the 
prose books which, after 1874, were all devotional in nature, 
and in large part interpretations of the Bible, was that she die 
not thinl{ 11harm would accrue ••• even to her standing ; 11 yet if 
24. 
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:\ it did, she would still be glad to 11 throw her grain of dust 
'i 
onto the religious scale . These books grew out of that deep 
conviction which impels the sharing of one's good with others. 
Self righteousness had no part in their inception. She would 
have been the first to deprecate the adjective "scholarly" in 
application to her books, as savoring of intellectual presLunp-
tion, and suggestive of aridity. Into her conception of the 
nature of goodness the intellect did not intrude. 
Christina spoke once of prayer as 11 being an inspira-
tion but also an art. 11 Certainly her little book of prayers 
Annus Domini lacks neither inspiration nor exquisite artistry. 
It is the first in the series of her devotional studies, being 
I published in 1874. Although there is complete absence of per-
sonal co~nent of the sort which lends significance to parts of 
her other books, it is surpassed by none in the beauty of its 
prose. Christina says that she has planned her little book to 
supply a text for each day of the year, and a short calendar 
I assigns certain prayers to certain seasons of the year. Then 
j follows a poem beginning 
II 
i,l 
"How can it need 
Such wringing out of breathless prayer to move 
Thee to Thy wonted Love , when Thou art Love?" 
li Its style is that of the Bible, and the Book of Co~ ~rayer . 
'i 
1
1 The rhetorical ornateness and florid effusions which character-
ize various little manuals of prayer written with highly ethical 
purpose by persons of lesser spiritual and artistic attainment, 
---=--=-=±=:H::-:r =-:-=--=-=----=---=-----=----=-=-== 
I 
I 
l 
25. 
===tt====-=---==-==-==-=-=--=--====-==-====--=-=--=---------
I 
I 
are entirely foreign to this book of Christina Rossetti's . 
Annus Domini has an fine simplicity and grace of style; a depth, 
strength and solidity of thought. The love and exaltation of' 
God above all is its constantly recurring theme. 11 So fill our 
hearts with love of Thy surpassing loveliness that we may not 
delight in any creature out of Thee • 11 Christ is sometimes in-
voked as Shield of our Help and Sword of our Excellency, some-
times as the God of Y~owledge, the Shadow of a Great Rock in a 
weary land , the Fountain of Living Waters. The texts are most 
frequently chosen from the Psalms, Isaiah, and the Song of 
Solomon. Many of the prayers are for increased love, for con-
tentment and thankfulness, for the ornament of a meek and quiet 
spirit, for pardon and peace: 
11 Let not wordly influence sway us, or wordly glory 
dazzle us, or this vain life enthrall us in its shadow, or 
riches weigh us down to earth, or pleasure slay us. 111 
Some petition that we be kept from the strife of tongues, from 
lip service and empty forms, from slavish fear and uncharitable 
judgments: "Turn from their idolatries all blinded persons who 
worship the Creature more than the Creator." Many of the pray-
ers seek the salvation or forgiveness of all men, but on par-
'I ticular days especial intercession is made 11 for all persons who 
in this world feel therasel ves neglected, or little loved·, or 
forgotten ;" for all "afflicted persons 11 , 11 for all persons of 
1. Annus Domini, p . 40. 
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deficient and darkened intellect, that haunting terrol"S be kept 
far from them and their involuntary trespasses and errors be 
forgiven." A prayer born of personal sorrow asks for 11 faith to 
yield our . dearest treasures unto Thee with joy and thanksgiving 
that where with Thee our treasure is, there our hearts may be 
also • 11 Several of the prayers are for peace; many, as in Called. 
to be Saints, are for 11 Thy ministers 11 , that they may be "bles sed 
in their appointed labors, illuminated by faith, kindled by 
hope, glorified by love. 11 Expressj_ve of the full spirit of the 
boo~ is this little prayer: 
"Teach our hearts to sing for joy when our lips sing 
praises unto Thee for all thy mercies. Banish, I pray Thee, -
from our souls, gloom, discontent and abject fear: and make Thy 
love of us and our love of Thee be in us joy, confidence, and 
full satisfaction.nl 
Seek and Find, published in 1879, is a double series 
------
of short studies of the Benedicite, the first series, Creation; 
the second Redemption. A Prefatory note states that textual 
elucidations were obtained from some translation, as the author 
is unacquainted with Hebrew or Greek, and that many valuable 
alternative readings were discovered in the Margin of an or-
dinary Reference Bible. In a letter to Gabrj_el, Christina 
\·:rri tes: u Sad to say, my little book Seek and Find is exclusive 
prose; yet I flatter myself some of it is that prose which I 
1. Frunily Let~ers of Christina Georgina Rossetti, p. 60. 
i' I 
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I 
fancy our Italian half inclines us to indite. 11 1 It is a nsimple 
work", she adds, 'IJITritten for people who ttknow less" than she. 
An outline of the contents is given in three columns: the verse 
from the Benedicite in the first column n~mes the praise-givers; ' 
that in the second describes the creation of the particular 
creature; the third relates the praise-giver to Christ, the 
Redeemer. 
For example: 
The Benedicite 
I The Praise-givers Are God's Creatures Christ's Servants 
I 
1- 0 all ye Works of 
the Lord, bless ye 
the Lord; praise Him, 
and magnify F2m for 
ever. 
God saw everything The \iVord was God. 
that He had made, All things were 
And, behold, it was made by Him; and 
very good. without Him was 
~ Gen. i. 31) not anything made 
that was made • 
I (St.John 1. i.3) 
1/ Dante Gabriel thought it 11 full of eloquent beauties, 11 but re- · 
gretted that scriptural references should be confused with the 
text, which they completely smother. Certainly one regrets 
with him that the material was published in such distracting 
forlil . The citation of authority for each quotation is quite 
unnecessary - most readers would be willing to defer to Miss 
- ------------------
1. Far.dlz Letters of Christina Georgina RossetYi, p. 60. 
===========-- :_-_-________ _ 
Rossetti's knowledge in the matter - and any notes really in-
dispensable could have been less obtrusively placed in the mar-
gin. Seek and Find, no less than the other prose works, reveal j 
a comprehension of the Bible such as only long and patient study 
could yield. The most significantly personal utterance in her 
book is the one on idolatry (ttwe must search our ovm hearts - 11 ) 
already quoted in reference to Charles Bagot Cayley. But there 
are others which reveal her characteristic attitudes of · thought. 
Happiness, for insta...Dce, consists "not in riches, not in plea-
sures; these may be given as part of any lot, happy or uru~appy, 
and equally may be withheld: Man's happiness consists now, as 
of yore, in choosing, doing, suffering God's will." The weight 
of responsibilityn for all one does or does not do 11 has always 
impressed her. Here she speaks of our unawareness of wh ich 
choices we make are momentous, and which trivial, so that " a 
special solemnity invests the first and last step of any under-
talcing , great or small." 
The age-old weakness connnonly ascribed to womankind--
vonity--Christina deals sternly with in a passage beginning, 
"Truly there are pearls to covet and pearls to forego,n and 
urges that "we be such women as adorn themselves in modest 
apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety, not with braided 
hair or gold or pearls, or costly array, but with good works.n 
To the modesty and sobriety of Christina's apparel many of her 
friends have left evidence. Her ascetic mode of life forbade 
anything even faintly suggestive of luxury. The poet whose 
29. 
sensi ti vi ty was so keen to the beauty of the external world 
garbed herself with a Qualcer-like severity that her friends 
f ound sometimes aL~ost distressing . wnen Katherine Tynan first 
visited Christina she expected to find her nin tra:i.ling robes 
of soft, beautifully-colored material like all the writing and 
painting world of that day (1855). 11 Her dress, 11 she wrote, 
11 did not at all go with her spiritual face and the heavily 
lidded wide apart eyes which one finds only in a highly gi fted 
'li'roman . nl Signora Agresti has also described her aunt as she 
remembers her. Her letter, in part, reads: 
11 She had no feeling for making a room homely or 
cheery or attractive, but in her surroundings was formal and 
neat and precise, more like a nun in her cell than a woman in 
her home. She loved and delighted in flowers but very rarely 
had any in her room, and then they had been brought by some 
friend . 
·.,Will anything like spring, will anything 
Like s~unmer rouse one day the sllunbering sense?' 
11 To one v1ho 1cnew Christina Rossetti these lines have a poignant 
pathos. The warm southern nature, the passionate heart, the 
delight in beauty , the love of forms and symbol, and rich rit 
were all there, but numbed, turned inward, thwarted by an alien 
environment, alien to the racial inheritance; all would have 
thawed and expanded and fructified in the sunshine of Italy, in 
-----
1. K.T. Hinkson, _!ymnty ~):ears' ~~iniscences , quoted in 
Thomas, p. 101. 
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in the vvarm mothering embrace of the Roman Catholic Church, but 
the seed was sovm in the chilly north. 
:ntJheref'ore art thou strange and not my mother? 
Thou hast stolen my heart and broken it,' 
She exclaims in leaving Italy after the one and only three weeks 
which took her no farther than the lalres , not to the soft la..n-
guorous loveliness of the Bay of Naples, which to her Father 
was his homeland. !i l 
But Christina herself said: ttr am of those who think 
with Bacon that the souls of the living are t he Beauty of the 
World. 1 
The simple mystical devotion to Chl"'ist which Thomas l!l. 
Kemp is, fourteenth-century monl{ in the Monastery of :r~1ount St . 
Agnes, gave such eloquent expressi on in the Imitation of Chri~?t, 
has its parallel in many passages in t~is book and in others. · 
She, like him, extols the virtue of humbleness, which brings 
peace and contentment. 11 To become humble is far from delight-
ful, but is necessary and possible . rr Thomas a Kempis wrote : 
"Unto the humble He revealeth His secrets, and sweetly 
draweth and invi teth him unto Himsel.f. The humble man, 
though he suffer confusion, is yet perfectly in peace; 
for that he restesth on God, and not on the wor-ld. 11 2 
The wonder of the intellectual faculties over all the material 
universe Christ ina asserts in §eek and ~' but is quick to 
add : 
--·---·------ -------- --------------
1. Letter to the Author, quoted in Thomas, Op.Cit. p. 113. 
2. Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, P• 80. 
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trLet us today be content to remain i gnorant of many 
things while we seek first the kingdom of God and His righteous 
ness . Let us not exercise ourselves in matters beyond our 
present powers of estiiJl..ate, lest amid the shall ows (not the 
depths) of science vve make shipwreck of our faith. 11 11 Believing 
where we cannot prove, 11 is Tennyson 's phrasing: William Cow-
per 1 s 
11 God is His m.vn interpreter. 
And He will ma...'tre i t plain . 11 
Vvhi tti er' s: 11 There.fore I trust, although to outward sense 
Both true and false seem shaken." 
Christina Rossetti 1 s persistent concern ~yj_ th recon-
ciling the apparently conflicting claims of intellect and faith 
I was one ·which she shared with the men and women of her Victoria 
I 
I 
I 
i 
era,. At the middle of tb.e century the disturbing effects of 
scientific theories were making themselves felt. Nevv methods 
of biblical study - the so-called higher criticism - were 
challenging long-accepted i deas . Reason was exalted, applied 
science emphasized material progress. The conflict of values, 
publication of Tennyson's "In Memoriam," the 11 r ecord of' three 
years of pain and strivings with the Giant of Bunyan's Doubting 
Castleu;l and Brovming 's 11 Christmas Eve, 11 and 11 Easter Day," 
--------- --· --------- -- ·--
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which gave personal interpretation of certain Christian beliefs. 
The publication of Darwin's Origin of §~cies in 1859 roused a 
stonn of controversy over evolutionary theories. Thomas Huxley 
was expounding in lectures and essays the place of scien ce and 
education in modern life. The religious questionings of the age 
were being reflected in such poems as 11 Say Not the Struggle 
Naught Availeth" of Arthur Hugh Clough's. The bitter attacks 
on John Henry Nevm1an, chiefly by Charles Kingsley, had resulted 
in the writing of his Apologia pro Vita Sua. The novels of 
George Eliot, moralist and philosopher, were insisting on the 
importance of the spiritual in life, and of deeds as deterTI1in-
ants of personal destiny. Dr. Pusey's translation of The~-
fessions of St. August}.~ had given a renewal of interest to 
the vivid account of the conversion of the great theologian and 
bishop; and his prefatory corr~ent was typical of much of the 
reaction of his age to experimental and physical science: nBy 
acclliuulating facts we are hiding from ourselves our ignorance 
of principle, and employing our knowledge as food for vanity, 
instead of a ground of humility ••• 1The further we carry our re-
searches, and the more we explain, the more are things nmltiplie 
which cannot resolve or explain. n Carlyle, in Jqhn Ster~_ing 
(1851) castigated the 11 diseased self'-listening s, self'-question-
ings, impotently painful dubita-Gions, all the nosology of 
spiritual maladies, so rife in our days. 111 But the self-ques-
--------------------- ------- ----- --
1 1. Thomas, Op. Cit., p . 3. 
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tionings were symptomatic of a profound unrest 
resolved in men 's minds. To all of the doubts 
the age Christina's answer was invariably the 
solitary monk in his cell had given over four 
11 Beware that thou handle not 
t h inr;s which exceed thy knowledge; but rather let 
great business and endeavor that thou mayest be 
least in the kingdom of God. 11 
Called to be Sain:ts, 1881, has a "key 11 
author explains the plan and nature of her book. 
tribute to the saints beginning 11 How beautiful 
had to be 
obsessed 
the 
ago 
even the 
which the 
lyrical 
arms 
• • • 
comes first . She writes of the nineteen saints cu~ruemorated by 
name in the Book of Common Prayer , with the Holy 
Michael and All Angels , and All Saints. 
Apostles is a short essay on the precious stone 
is associated, suggested by the chapter of Revela 
is, for each saint, a compilation of all the sac 
him, a prayer, a biography, 
flower . There are a nrunber of poems, the best p 
cent, St. 
the Twelve 
There 
about 
salem is Built of Gold. 11 Christina disclaims sci tific know-
ledge of botany and petrology, but her observati s are an1azing 
ly accurate. If some of her descriptions were 
of antique fancy than lore of modern science ,tr s 
11 such points may rather recall a vanishing grace 
.from truth." Her lessons are drawn from the f~_,_1 ..... ..~... 
of the English countryside, not the 
r 11 f'l:i ghts 
flowers 
34. 
Palestine. There are charmingly quaint descriptio 
hepaticas, yellow flag, gorse, wood sorrel, flowe 
veronica; one would not exchange them for the 
science. The clapperless harebell, poised as if 
and trembling in each breeze which overtakes it, 
by a painted parable the holiness of silence ••• 
from their period and places of flowering is 
of the 
rush and 
modern 
tinkle 
us as 
when, as 
s the 
case, we mark these sky coloured bells in company w th deeper 
sky-coloured butterflies of a yet nobler organizati / and more 
exquisite beauty, we may well thank God and take c 
remembering how any, even the lowliest person, who 
tion is in heaven, hath for intimates congenial 
heavenly-minded angels. 111 Another delightful homi 
cowslip with its ncluster of bees pendent like a 
tassel." And what cow ever received such 
pen? 
"Her person is comely and motherly, amp 
her broad blunt nose seems ever bedewed with the 
grassblades and flower cups; her eyes are lovely 
is sweet .n 
conversa-
of 
is of the 
/lden tipped 
om a poet's 
I, unhurried; 
isture of · 
her breath 
The dedication of Letter and Spirit is t Mrs. Rossett : 
11 In thoughtfulness for her dear and honored exampl A note 
from Christina to Mr . Shields thanking him for 
the book said, "IVIy Mo·ther' s life is a far more ible comment 
1. Called to be Saints, P• 376 . 
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on the comrumdments than are words o:f mine." 1 Her f evotion to 
her mother was shared by all of the family, and by friends. 
I William spoke of her as 11 the pattern to me of everything that 
is simple , sweet, kind and noble." Her sister Charl otte thought ' 
that for "uniform placid sweetness of temper and maber 11 , she 
had not her equal. Mr. v'ifatts -Dunton believed that bbristina' s 
11 peculiar form of the Christian sentiment she inherited from 
her mother." 
The shortest of the devotional books, Letter and Spiri , 
its subtitle, Notes on the Commandments, w~s publisfhe,d in 1883. 
It contains no poetry, but is chiefly an expostion of the im-
plications of each comw~nlli~ent, with numerous illustrations 
dravvn from the Bible. The author's acquaintance wJ th theologica 
doctrine is evinced throughout , particularly in thi comment upon 
the Trinity, and it is this largely theological treatment of her 
subject ·which precludes the book's having any greai interest for 
the average reader . 
A characteristic passage is one on the t~xt, "Blessed 
are the pure in heart, 11 in which the contention is that 11 wi th 
such a beatitude in view, with so inestimable a ga , n or loss at 
stake, all we fore go ••• becomes as nothing . 11 11he motto of 
Jolm Keble is here echoed in, "True, all our lives long we shall 
be bound to refrain our soul and keep it low; but f\vhat then ? 11 
Her convictions on this theme appear many times e]sewhere, but 
I 
-----------+----1 --
1. MacKenz ie Bell, Christina Rossetti, p . 330 . . 
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1 nowhere more positively than here: j 
II 
II 
I 
I 
! 
11 
••• For the books we now forbear to read, we shall one 
day be endued with wisdom and knowledge. For the 9usic we will 
not listen to, we shall join in the song of the redeemed. For 11 
the pictures from which we turn, we shall g aze un, bashed on the 
Beatific Vision. For the companionship we shun, we shall be 
welcomed into angelic society and the comm~mion of triumphant 
saints. 
I Jubilee. 
I 
For the ~ausements we avoid, we shall keeR the Supreme 
For the pleasures we miss, we shall abidJ , and for 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
jl 
.J 
II 
II 
I 
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evermore abide, in the rapture of heaven.u 
Time Flies published in 1885, contains a reading for 
each day of the year, a brief biography of a saint, a poem, per 
haps an apologue--the readings are varied. On the whole, it is 
not so significant a book as the others of the series, but its 
informal narrative manner and distinctly personal ~lavor no 
doubt account for the fact that it achieved greateJ popularity. 
It was reprinted as late as 1902~ and is, thereforl , the only 
one of her prose books now easily obtainable. Her /poems fill 
almost a third of the book and include some of the best known 
of the short religious or nature lyrics: 11 Christm s Hath a 
Brightness,n trBury Hope OUt of Sight," "Vlhere Shall I Find a 
White Rose Blowing ?11 , 11 Love Came Dmvn at Christmas I, 11 11 A Cold 
. . . I -
Wind Stirs the Black Thorn, n 11 Earth Has one Clear /Call of Daily 
Bells, 11 and 11Heartsease I Found.lf There are others which. seem, 
in comparison, rather heavy and uninspired. 
Chris~ina often spoke of the exquisite J elight 
=== ---r---- ==== 
she 
I 11 
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'----·-- --- ----- I tr~~rived as a child i'rom he~- rambles- in- : he garden a her grand- ------
,, I 
11 father Polidori 1 s cou..11.try cottage. If anything schooled her to 
I be a poet , it was, she said, the delightful, ideal liberty of 
II 
I 
I II 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
prowling there all alone. The Polidoris lived at Holmer Green 
near Little Missenden in Buckinghamshire, which coJ ld be reached 
by stage coach in six hours from London. A number of the ob-
i 
servations or anecdotes to be found in Time Flies J re reminis- I 
cences of these journeys, which Christina took mor~ frequently '11 
_I I than her sister or brothers. One gives a simple account of her 
first knowledge of death. She had lighted upon a dead mouse, 
I 
and moved by sympathy, took him up, buried him con.flortably in a 
. I 
mossy bed. "It may have been a day or two afterwavds that I 
returned, removed the moss coverlet, and looked ••• a black in-
sect emerged. I fled in horror, and for long years ensuing I 
never mentioned this ghastly adventure to anyone." { Another 
described the delight with which the girls watched a wild straw-
berry growing on a hedge-row bank and the bitter disappointment 
which befell them in discovering that a snail had l nticipated 
them. The incident serves, of course, as a basis l or pointing 
an appropriate lesson. A "parable of' Nature" tellf the story II 
of a spider seen on a wall one summer night. He perceived his 
shadow without understanding what it was, and nwa.s ma.de to d is-
1
1 engage himself from this hori'ible pursuing inalien~ble presence. 1 
The scene is described, and the "self-haunted spidr r becomes a ~~ 1. Tir:-,e Flies, March 4 . I" 
~------···----.-++---
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11 
II symbol of an impenitent sinner 
\\ remains isolated irretrievably 
I 
who having outlived enjoyment 
with his own horribl~ loathsome 
i self • 111 
! 
! The entry for April 22 contains a referenf e to her j 
sister Maria, whom she speaks of in the tone of reverent admira- j 
tion she invariably used: none of the most genuine Christians !1 
I ever knew once took lightly the dying out of a brtef acquaint- ! 
ance which had engaged her warm heart, on the grounf that such 
tastes and glimpses of congenial intercourse on earth wait for 
II their development in heaven." {The "brief acquaintrl nce 11 was 
11with Mr. Ruskin, who _shared his affections with all of the 
Rossetti family except Christina.) [ 
liTany of the readings recall the intense pleasure which 
1 Christina experienced in the journey to Switzerlandl and Italy 
ll taken in 1865 with her brother and her mother. Of he sonnet 
li "En Route," 
"Farewell, land of love, Italy, 
Sister-land 0f Paradise:" 
\williar,1 says that the "passionate delight in Italy o which the 
1
1
second part bears witness suggests that she was almrl st an alien-
or, like her father, an exile--in the North." 
From personal experience she describes thl difficultie 
lor writing on days when all effort is without a qui~kening im-
1 ulse, and feels that, if the subject is worthy of- r ttention, 
il \\1. Ibid., June 26. 
I 
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nothing should be allowed to delay or hinder · v.:rk .--~ " l'lhen--we- so-
set our hearts on doing vvell that vve do nothing , we are paralys 
not b y humility, but by pri de. 11 Evidently having Jn mind her 
devotional studies which she felt it a duty to v~iJe, she sug-
gests what may be a chastening discip line for the t iter. Per-
hap s t h ough, a little clue to her sometimes ploddilg prose lies 
her e, in that she often forced her powers beyond t eir limit. 
Q;ui t e diff erent is the reply she made to a friend, Mr. Herder, 
' 
concern ing the writing of her poetry . 11 Just because noe t ry is 
I - -
a gift ••• I am not surprised to find myself unabl f to s ummon 
i t as will and u se it accordi ng to my own choice." J 
Characteristic are these lines in Time Flies: " She 
set her face as a flint to endure unto t he end .n ahd 11 The Love 
of Christ lik e a touchstone, has tested much human affection 
and over and over again has proved i t dross." Bitl of shrewd 
humor and sense there are throughout and an occasional epigram 
such as: 
11 Tact resembles a lubricating oil; 11 its ~eculiar 
temptations are "to overstep the boundary of truth, or at least 
to cu rve that straight line of limitation." 
For its autobio graphical interest, the 
and there are occasional lyrics of distinction. 
fault from which it s uffers is a lack of unity . 
l ook has value 
The ch ief 
I It is, as the 
title states, a reading diary, and the selections not intended 
1. MacKenzie Bell, Christina Ro~s ~tt i, p. 98 . 
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therefore to be bound by any strict continuity of thought. The 
irrelevant juxtaposition of material is distracting , however, 
and the appli cation to which the reading is put is often rather 
obviously strained . 
The Face of the Deep, published in 1892, was, as the 
author felt it would be, her last book . Over five hundred 
pages long , and the most abstract in nature of all, it occupied 
three years of hard vmrk. To the Society for the Promotion of 
Christian Knowledge she returned the money which had been paid 
her for the book. The demand for the book. despite its relative-~ - I 
ly abstruse character', necessitated a second printing i rnmediatel • 
Swinburne's comment about it to Edrnund Gosse is amusing . He ha 
presented to her in 1882 a copy of his "Tristram of Lyonesse 11 --
the fourth book which he had sent her--and she had sent none to 
him. 1 (In his presentation copy of Atlanta i~ 9-~~ydon she had 
pasted a slip of paper over the words 11 The supreme evil, God . 11 ) 
She wrote to William that 11 for lack of aught else" she was 
tractually offering him ~led to be Saints, merely, however 
drawing his attention to the verses . u Later he acknowledged th 
book 11 wi th consummate graciousness, 11 dedicated his Century _o_~ 
Rou~£1-els to her in 1883, then in the 11 Ballad of Appeal '1 address~ 
to her prayed that her 11 sheer music should break a silence wors i 
than winter." Her last book she sent to him ten years later. 
Swinburne wrote to Edmu.nd Gosse: 11 Have you read her cmnmentary 
---··----- -
1 . E . Thomas, Op. Cit., p. 114. 
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on Jhe Apocalypse, between 500 and 600 closely printed pages? 
I HAVE--from the first line to the last--and yet I livet" 1 
William Rossetti, in his memoir of Dante Gabriel, 
mentions particularly the Book of t he Revelation in the Bible 
I i nstruction which his mother had given him and his brothers and 
I sisters as children, so that Christina's particular liking for 
the book was no doubt inculcated at a very early age. In both 1 
poetry and prose she draws most extensively for quotation on the / 
books of t he Bible which are richest in symbolism--the Psalms, 
Song of Solomon, Isaiah; and the conventional s~nbols she makes 
use of in her poetry are chiefly derivative here. Her reading 
of DBnte, Plato, her Pre-Raphaelite and Hi gh Church associations 
were probably instrumental factors in developing this frequent 
use of syr.~bolism. 
The Face of the Deep contains a chapter of commentary 
---------· 
for each chapter in St. John's Revelation . One or more verses 
are printed in block type, then follows a paragraph of cor~ment 
or interpretation, a prayer or litany in either prose or verse, 
and u suall y at least one lyric. The poetry is, on the whole, 
superior to that in Called to be Saints, but it is rather over-
whelmed by the extended and devious interpretations of the 
biblical passages . Sir George Saintsbury once said that none 
of Christina's prose should ever be missed, but modern biblical 
scholarship has antedated rauch that forms the substance of this 
----- -- -------- ------------- - --
1 . Letters of A. Swinburne, quoted in Thomas, Op. Cit., p. 115. 
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book. Her poet's gift of intuitive insight and natural e;race 
of expression relieve somewhat the heaviness of t he text. Ther l 
are occasional proverbial statements in typical vein: 
11 It is wiser to remain i gnorant than to learn evil." 
11 It is better to avoid doubts than to reject them." 
11 To stv.dy a difficulty is often to incur one." 
She iterates the importance of duty, is haunted by an almost 
Michael-Angelesque horror of the Last judgment. Yet again she 
speaks of cheerfulness as a fundamental Christian virtue, and 
notes that 11 some Christians traverse the world like wallcing 
funerals instead of wedding guests • 11 She abjures again 11 evel''Y 
sin fleshly or spiritual" as a "sin of idolatry ," inasmuch as 
it is the "preference of some object tangible or intangible to 
God--preference of Self to God." Elsewhere she urges that we 
seek encouragement from parables of nature familiar to us all 
which speak of nlife reborn from l ifelessness, or from death I 
or from decay, a leafless tree, a cbrysalis, a buried seed ••• 11 1 
The dangers which beset secular knowledge do not escape her 
attention here any more than they do in her other books. 
t:The Tree of the knowledge of good and evil is a standing 
Prophet ever reiterating the contingent sentence." Her 
sister's book A Shadow of Dante furnishes apposite illustra-
tion for the same theme, ru~d she concludes her exposition: 
11 As to gaze down a precipice seems to fascinate the gazer to-
wards a shattering fall, so is . it spiritually perilous to gaze 
on excessive wickedness; lest is u~measurable scale 
43. 
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without being monstrous." In a comment on the problem. of evil, 
she says everything may be a 11 channel of good or an imperfect 
form of good, or defective good, or good-excessive; everything 
except sin. Thus pain, suffering , privation, death may be good 
producers . Wickedness alone remains evil. The existence of 
evil silences me. I cannot understand. I can only trust.n 1 It 
is interesting to compare her views ,,"lith those of Dante Gabriel, 
as his biographer, Mr . Benson , interprets them. He refer-s to 
the deep melancholy , traceable in so many of his poems, as in-
separable from Rossetti's later view of life, and declares: 
11 The mystery of death, of separation, of the decay, 
and vanishing of charm, of pain and sorrow, cutting in, so to 
speak, across the message of beauty, could not be shut out from 
his thoughts. To him such things were not pathetic; they did 
not hint at p·ossibili ties of restoration and future fulfillment. 
They seem rather like a relentless tempest, sweeping from some 
evil and boding quarter, rending and wrecking life. He did not 
probe deeper, and try to discover some formula which could 
harmonize and glor-ify the horror. He merely said, 'Though the 
heart ache to contemplate it, it is there.•n2 
Interspersed with the com.mentary on textual matter 
are many prayers or litanies. A short excerpt .f'rom one of 
these may serve to illustrate their modulated cadences; a per-
ception of the full beauty of thought and form is possible, 
----------------~--------------------------------------------------
1. Face Of The Deep, p. 163. 
----
2. A.C. Benson , Rosetti, p. 84. 
===f===ff=====---
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however, only when the passage is read in its complete context. 
11 Lord Jesus, lovely and pleasant art Thou in Thy high 
places, Thou centre of bliss, whence all bliss flows. Love ly 
also and pleasant wast Thou in Thy lowly tabernacles, Thou some 
time centre wherein hmrlliations and sorrows met. 
Thou who wast Centre of a stable, with two saints and 
harmless cattle and some shepherds for Thy Court, 
Grant us lowliness. 
Thou who wast Centre of Bethlehem when wise Men wor-
shipped Thee, 
Grant us wisdom . n 
In all of Christina's devotional books, particularly 
in this one, there are references to the political and industri 
evils of t he 1880 1 s and 90's. Wben, however, a suggestion was 
once made to her that she should write poems which should touch 
upon politics or philanthropy, she said, u It is impossible to gol 
singing out loud to one's one-stringed lyre. It is not in me , 
and t herefore it will never come out of me, to turn to politics 
or philanthropy .with Mrs • .- Brovming : such man-sidedness I leave 
to a greater than I, and having said my say, may Well sit 
silent . 111 
Of autobiographical interest only is the little prose 
tale of Maud; written in 1850 but no t published until after her 
death in 1897 . It is similiar in type to many highly ethical 
-------------~- -- ---- ----
1. Family Letters, p. 31. 
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stories for boys and girls which appeared in the early Victori 
period and were popularized as a result of the Oxford Movement. 
The plot, a trifling one, is embellished with didactic sentiment 
and shows Christina's early predilection for the religious moti 
One of the characters is a Magdalen Ellis, who eventually enters 
a Sisterhood of Mercy; the heroine :Maude suffers remorse over 
what she feels is her unworthiness to attend Holy Communion. 
William Rossetti thinks that Christina wrote the story as an 
analysis and correction of her own faults of character. In thi 
connection it is interesting to note the heroine's habit of 
carrying about a small desk with her and jotting dmm verses. 
These observations follow: 
"She also knew that people thought her clever, and 
that her little copies of verse were handled about and admired. 
Touching these same verses, it was the amazement of everyone 
\"That could make her poetry so broken hearted as was mostly the 
case. Some pronounced that she v~ote very foolishly about 
things she could not possibly understand; some wondered if she 
really had any secret source of v~easiness; while some simply 
set her down as affected. Perhaps there was a degree of truth 
in all this. tt 
M~ny years later when a friend made a flattering 
cow .. ment about her' poeti'Y, Christina's rather disconcerting 
response was nwoe unto you when all men shall praise yout 11 It 
is a reply which seems to contain the same implications as one 
which Viilliam Blake made to a friend: "I should be sorry if I 
=--==-====--===tit"--==-=-=-==--=-:-~==--~=---=-==~-:-==-==---====-=--==--=-=-::::-====--:.=:=--=-=--==---=---=:::=--::-=----===-------
had any earthly fame, for whatever natural glory a man has is 
I 
so l 
much taken from his spiritual glory." 
\Villiam Michael's Memoir of Christina Rossetti is a 
source of further knowledge of Christina's beliefs or attitude 
of mind . When Viilliam 1 s infant son ~:Ii chael was dying , Christina 
11 imploredtt her brother that she be allowed to baptize t he child. 
To this William says t hat he raised no objection, and she per-
formed the rite "unwitnessed except by a nurse." "I doubt, 11 he 
adds "whether any act of her life yielded her more heart felt 
satisfaction. 111 The Rossetti family did not indul ge , he tells 
us, in a discussion of each other's beliefs; and although 
Christina was unsparing of herself, she was not intolerant of 
opinions which were contrary to her own. She exaggerated what 
she conceived to be her own deficiencies, magnified her tres-
passes. There is lacking in her , except in rare moods, that 
fulness of joy which is the true measure of the spirit. Her 
sister Maria's exuberant happiness Christina rarely possessed. 
In 1881, Dante Gabriel, shaken in health, at one time wished 
to consult a Roman Catholic priest. William mentioned the mat-
ter to Christina who wrote to Dante Gabriel that nhowever 
harassed by memory or by anxiety" he might be, that she has 
also e;one through the same ordeal, and that she had finally 
found inexpressible relief in confession and absolution, a 
habit she hoped not to discont inue.2 
1. Poetical Works, Memoir, p. lvii. 
I 
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The conditioning factor in t h e writing of Christina 
Fcossetti 1 s prose was not literary felicity but devotional in-
tent. And one feels that it could only be an ungracious critic 
who could ask of any book that it outreach its author's pur pose . 
Yet t he urge to resolve these prose vn ... i tings into the total 
perspective of her life and work persists. One finds in them 
things lovely and of good report; t here are passages of undeni-
able acv~en, of thought-provoking power, of earnest e~hortation. 
But moral precepts and dissertations do not seize the imagina-
tion, fire the will, do not engage the heart. 'l1he deepest 
truths of God and Man have always escaped definitive expression. 
The disciples of Christ could not have given precise formulati 
to the teaching of t he Master. ':Phey could only say, 
11 Did not our heart burn within us, while he talked 
with us by the way, and while he opened to us the 
Scriptures?" 
The poet's gift of insight and imaginative grace can 
alone suggest that which creed and po lemic, competent to deal 
with fact, restrain and cramp. And it was Co\vper, a poet him-
self , who wrote 
"Pity, Religion has so seldom found 
A skilful guide into poetic groundL 
The flowers would spring where 'er she deigned to str 
And every muse attend her ." 
One wishes that selections from her prose might be made so that 
those who would be intimi dated by its tone or bulk mi ght yet en-
joy t h ose portions wh ich 11 recall a va..11.ishing grace, 1 but .final 
1 es t i mate must yield that her greater achievement lies in the 
field in which her art is most effortless, her poetry. In con-
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trast with the hmnid 
mu ch religiou s verse; the best of Christina Rossetti's poetry 
shines with tenderness, and depth of passion . 
Christina Rossetti died on the morning of December 29 
1894 . At the service held at Christ Church, Woburn Square , 
1 49 • 
I 
were sung two of her own hymns, 11 The Porter watches at the gate ' 
I 
! and 11 Lord, grant us gr~ce . n 
I 
'fhe following Sunday Mr . Nash 
I preach ed a memorial sermon on the text from Proverbs: 11 Her own 
work s praise her." In Highgate Cemetery her name was added to 
those of her parents with an inscription from the Purgatorio: 
Volsersia a me con salutevol cenno 
(They turned to me with an act of salutation.) 
1 Then followed her ovm lines: 
11 Give me the lowest place: or if for me 
That lowest place too high, make one more 
~bere I may sit and see 
low 
I My God and love Thee so • 1' 
I In Christ Church, t here is a silver communion service set with 
/I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
: 
t he nanes of Mrs . Rossetti, the Misses Polidori , and Christina . 
On All Saints' Day, too, 1898, the Bishop of' Durham dedicated 
as a memorial of hel' a reredos series of paintings representing 
Cl1rist instituting the Eucharist . Beneath it is the inscriptio : 
The above paintings, 
Designed by Sir E . Burne-Jone, Bart . 
Are dedicated to the glory of God 
And in loving memory of 
Christina Georgina Rossetti 
who worshipped in this church 
and fell asleep in Jesus 
December 29, 1994. 
11 Give me the lowest place • 11 
Swinburne wrote at her death: 
"Scarce yet the days and the st~rry nights are three 
Since here among us a spirit abode as we, 
Girt round with life that is fettered in bonds of time, 
And clasped with darkness about as is earth wit 1 sea. 
And now, more high than the vision of souls may climb, 
The soul v1hose song vvas as music of stars that chime, 
Clothed round with li fe as of davm and the mounting sun, 
Sings, and we knew not here of the song sublime. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Love that finds not on earth, where it finds but wrong, 
IJove that bears not the bondage of years in th..rong 
Shine to show for her, higher than the years that mar , 
Tne life she looked and longed for as love must long . 
~ rho knowr:? We know not. Afar , if the dead be fal"', 
Alive, if the dead be alive as the soul's works are, 
The soul whose breath was among us a heavenward song 
Sings, loves, and shines as it shines for us here a star.' 
More fitting than his eloquent tribute is, perhaps her own poem:· 
11 Thy lovely saints do bring Thee love, 
Incense and joy and gold; 
Fair star with star, fair dove with dove, 
Beloved by Thee of old. 
I, Master, neither star nor dove, 
Have brought Thee sins and tears; 
Yet I too bring a little love 
Amid my flaws and fears. 
A tremblin~ love that faints and fails 
Yet still is love of Thee, 
A wondering love that hopes and hails 
Thy boundless Love of me; 
Love kindling faith and pure desire, 
Love following on to bliss,. 
A spark, 0 Jesu, from ':£lhy fire, 
A drop from Thine abyss. 11 
50. 
DIGEST 
Christina Hossetti is commonly acknowledged one of 
England ts great religious poets --many have called her the 
1 greatest. Without an understanding of the "passionate christiari-
ity 11 which is t he heart of her life and her entire literary 
work, it is not possible to comprehend, in their fulness and 
complete significance, either her poetic rrdnd or her ~Titin8S• 
Her prose writings are almost entirely of a devotional char-
acter, and were written with a view to sharing her convictions 
concerning the Christian faith, and the results of her medita- · 
tions on the Bible. Their v:orth to her would be determined by 
influence they should exert in a moral or spiritual plane, and 
for that reason it does not seem reasonable that one expect of 
them more than their author intended . Their literary worth is, 
on the whole, in spite of passages of poetic intuition and 
beauty, dulled by the didactic use to which the author has 
placed her art. Their value resides chiefly in the li ght which 
they throw upon the development of her own. religious philosophy 
In the complete synthesis of her religious views, her devotiona 
li.f'e and her art lies the cha:r•acteristic quality of her genius. 
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